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There is a simmering tension across Canada. For decades, we have witnessed First Nations and their allies come 
into conflict with corporate interests and governments over who has a say on what happens on reserve lands. 


Such conflicts have led to solidarity actions, violence and police conflicts as nations, land defenders and 
corporations battle over control of who has the right to access natural resources. 


In the midst of this tension, First Nations continue to assert their rights and sovereignty as the original stewards of 
the land. 


It does not have to be this way. 


There is national acknowledgement that tackling climate change and reducing our carbon emissions is both 
necessary and urgent. For the first time, environmental issues and climate action were top issues in the 2019 
federal election. 


Youth in record numbers are marching globally to effect change and create a more secure future; while First 
Nations from coast-to-coast-to-coast have resolved to make climate change an urgent global priority. 


On March 24 and 25, the Supreme Court of Canada will begin a significant and potentially transformational hearing 
in Ottawa, and the Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs (AMC) will be present to address the court as an intervener. 


On the surface, the case is about the Greenhouse Gas Pollution Pricing Act, the federal government's first attempt 
to impose a national carbon pricing scheme in Canada. First Nations are in agreement with dissenting provinces 
that it is a constitutional debate on nation-to-nation relationships and reconciliation. 


Not only is it a federal responsibility to acknowledge the existence of First Nations laws; but federal and provincial 
governments do not understand the implications, or the unconstitutional intrusion of exclusive provincial legislative 
jurisdiction when they mitigate greenhouse gas emissions. 


AMC argues that the Supreme Court case exposes an outdated, inaccurate and destructive narrative about 
Canada, yet poses an opportunity to address the reality that First Nations people and laws "have always been 
here." 


These laws are grounded in mutual respect and the treaty relationship continues to govern First Nations' 
relationships with the Creator, Mother Earth and all living beings. 


The current political climate regarding the Wet'suwet'en Nation exemplifies the rights of all First Nations who live, 
assert and defend their sovereignty and land rights every day. 
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Recent lower court decisions have sent contradictory signals about the relationship between Euro-Canadian laws 
and First Nations laws, despite First Nations laws having been recognized by the Supreme Court. 


The lack of clarity has led to a patchwork of inconsistent decisions, and due to this void, First Nations people are 
impacted on a daily basis. 


Our First Nations laws comprise Canada's first constitutional order, alongside French Civil Law and English 
Common Law. Nature is giving us signs that human beings are out-of-balance and First Nations laws provide clear 
guidance on climate change. 


Again, this court case offers an opportunity for a fundamental paradigm shift in the relationship between First 
Nations and non-First Nations people, to usher in a more meaningful implementation of reconciliation, grounded in 
the spirit and intentions of Treaties. 


Reconciliation, as outlined in the seminal Truth and Reconciliation Commission's Calls to Action, requires respect 
for First Nations laws as equal and distinct from Euro-Canadian laws and calls for recognition of First Nations as 
protectors of Mother Earth - as a living, sacred spirit. It requires a return to the intent of the treaty relationships on 
which Canada was built. 


Now more than ever, we must work together, as the existential crisis of climate change is too complex for one treaty 
partner and one legal tradition. First Nations laws can no longer be excluded when the future of our children and 
health of our planet is at stake. 


It is our sincere hope that the Supreme Court recognizes that First Nations laws can assist in alleviating the tension 
and restoring environmental and constitutional balance. 


Arlen Dumas is grand chief of the Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs, which represents 62 First Nations across 
Manitoba. 
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